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òYes They Can!ó  òYes They Can!ó sounds like a cheer heard at a     

sporting event but this was a title of a workshop sponsored by the      

Minnesota Deaf -Blind Project.  Gretchen Hanser , Ph.D., Associate        

Director for School -Aged Services and with the Center for Literacy and 

Disability Studies at The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill was 

the presenter at the two day workshop in Lake Elmo, Minnesota.  The 

main focus of the workshop was the use of alternative pencils for       

children with multiple disabilities and how they could access print with 

the use of an alternative pencil.  
 

The six alternative pencils are a Braille    

Alphabet Flip Chart, Braille Alphabet     

Intellikeys Overlay, Color Coded Eye Gaze 

Frame, Print Alphabet Flip Chart, Tactual 

Alphabet Intellikeys Overlay and Scanning 

Set Ups in IntelliTalk II.  Why the need for 

these alternative pencils?  Dr. Hanser 

stated that typical children get over 1000 

hours of literacy by the time they get to 

Kindergarten/First Grade.  Students with severe disabilities have had 

such limited independent manipulation of the alphabet.  These students 

should be given daily opportunities to write the alphabet using the   

pencil that is easiest for them to access.   There is a CD available for  

purchase that includes directions for making each of the 6 alternative 

pencils as well goals, writing activities, teaching strategies and actual 

student writing samples.  The website to view the Alternative Pencil CD 

is:  http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/resources/available -for-purchase  

Alternative Pencils                                      
By Lanna Slaby  

òKindness is the language 

which the Deaf can hear 

and the Blind can seeó 

~Mark Twain~  
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Alternative Pencils Continued . . .                                                                            
By Lanna Slaby  

 

Dr. Gretchen shared with the conference attendees, the free downloadable handouts and the on 

line Tar Heel Reader at the Center.  The Tar Heel Reader is free resource where students and    

teachers can access easy books authored by teachers.  The website for this resource is at 

www.tarheelreader.org.  On this website you can choose books by topics and each book can be 

speech enabled and accessed using multiple interfaces (i.e. switches, alternative keyboards, touch 

screens, and dedicated AAC devices). The books may be downloaded as slide shows in        

PowerPoint, Impress, or Flash format.  
 

The downloadable handouts available focus on literacy.  Some of the handouts that Dr. Hanser 

shared with the conference attendees included:  Supporting Selection Topic -Creating and Using 

Remnant Books for Face -to -Face communication, Predictable Chart Writing, Top 10 Tips for Partner 

Assisted Scanning -Promoting Communication on the Fly for Students with Significant Disabilities -

Including Deaf -Blindness and Shared Reading.  The website for these downloadable handouts can 

be found at: http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/resources/classroom -how -to -handouts  
 

Sharon Olson, Early Childhood Special Education Teacher, at the Anne Carlsen Center in       

Jamestown attended the one day workshop on Alternative Pencils at Closing the Gap in            

Minneapolis in October.  Sharon is currently using Alphabet Flip Chart with two of her students.  The 

Alphabet Flip Chart is intended for students who have some vision and significant motor difficulties.  
 

There are different approaches to using these alternative pencils and 

as a teacher; you decide what is best for your student.  Sharon is    

currently using partner assisted scanning.  The partner will point to 

each letter on the flip chart using a flashlight to highlight each letter.  

The student uses a voice output device such as a Step by Step with a 

recorded message such as, òHey, thatõs the letter I want,ó to indicate 

which letter they want to use.   After the 

student selects the letter, the partner will 

immediately write down the studentõs 

selection on the journal page below the flip chart.  The partner will 

say, òOh, you chose the letter B.ó   This type of writing lesson occurs 

daily for about 5 minutes.  Immediately following the lesson, the    

partner and the student share what has been recorded in the journal.  

The journal page is removed and added to the studentõs writing   

portfolio for future reference to review the studentõs progress. 
 

These Alternative Pencils are a great way for students to become involved in the writing process.  If 

you would have any further questions about these Alternative Pencils, please feel free to contact 

either Sharon Olson at Sharon.Olson@annecenter.org  or myself at lslaby@nd.gov .  Be sure to        

include in the subject area the words:  Alternative Pencil  
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